Trade Union Targets Qatar

By PARMY OLSON

It is one thing for a union to demonstrate against a government or company; quite another to do so against a secretive, multi-billion-dollar sovereign wealth fund.

Britain’s “General Union,” also known as the GMB, doesn’t seem to mind who it picks its fights with. Earlier today its members held their placards aloft outside Harrods in protest against the Qatari Investment Authority (QIA). The QIA’s investment arm, Qatar Holding, owns the posh Knighstbridge store.

Their gripe wasn’t with Harrods (pictured behind the protesters, below) but over the rents being paid by Southern Cross, Britain’s largest elderly care home provider, to the QIA. Research by the GMB, which represents around 11,000 members of the 25,000 staff at Southern Cross, shows that Qatar owns half of Southern Cross’ 744 properties as of 2006 and the union claims that the care home operator is paying £100 million more in rent than it should be in the current market.





Tuesday's GMB Union demonstration against the Qatari Investment Authority, owner of Harrods

Why? The GMB says that half the care home properties were bought by a company called NHP, which is owned by Delta Commercial Property, which is itself owned by the Qatari Investment Authority.  Union officer Paul Clarke says that two of the NHP directors who would have negotiated the rental contract with the QIA several years ago now sit on the board of Southern Cross. “You can draw your own conclusions from that,” he says, adding that it is clearly odd that Southern Cross has not tried to re-negotiate the rent it pays to the Qataris downwards.

Southern Cross could not provide a response by telephone at the time of writing, but Clarke says the care home company refutes the GMB’s criticisms, saying it is tied in to a long-term rental contract with the Qatar Investment Authority.

The GMB cites a 4.9% increase in rent in 2009, a 3.1% increase in 2008 and a 7.9% in 2007, marking a 16.8% rise in rental fees for the company over those three years, and “at a time when property values were falling.”

Clarke says the GMB came across the rent discrepancy as part of its research into finding out ways to negotiate for higher pay for Southern Cross staff. He says that staff work under difficult conditions and that last Christmas some had to pool their money together to buy cake and cookies for the elderly residents.

“[Southern Cross] has been continually telling us they don’t have a lot of money to play with and certain things we’ve asked for they can’t afford,” he says. “We started looking into dividends paid to directors, salaries, etc. and one of the things we came across is how much they pay in rent.”

“We think the QIA have both a legal and moral responsibility to get this matter resolved,” he says, adding that this is the first time his union has demonstrated against a sovereign wealth fund. “It doesn’t matter if it’s a little back street company employing six people or a major conglomerate or a sovereign wealth fund. Big or small if you come under the GMB radar we’ll keep firing until we hit the target.”

